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EDUCATION 2008 
 

ABSTRACT: Growing concern about educational quality is a worldwide phenomenon as 
success in a globalized economy depends ever more on cognitive skills, cross-cultural abilities 
and other “soft skills” as well as scientific and technical prowess. Concern in the United States is 
especially acute where public education essentially was invented and where it remains a 
fundamental social, cultural and political value. The ultimate paradox vis-à-vis U.S. education 
might be the contrast between our self-image as a pragmatic democratic nation with the rhetoric, 
spin and disingenuous discussion seen about public policy and especially education. These 
observations are based on our assessment that education in the United States will continue to be a 
mixture of top notch excellence alongside serious failure. Education is a key factor in a country’s 
success or failure on all fronts: economic, security, cultural and social. In other words, education 
as a process and the educational levels of a country’s citizens are societal centers of gravity. 
Indeed, while education may not be an “industry” in the obvious sense, we believe it is the key to 
the advancement of all other industries and entire nations. Toward that end, we propose some 
initiatives based on the idea that the failing side of American education cannot be addressed 
systematically and credibly absent comprehensive policies that attempt to ameliorate the social, 
cultural and economic issues that often are associated with poor educational performance: 
urban and rural poverty, family dysfunction, homelessness, inadequate or missing medical 
care, substance abuse and poor nutrition (including the very serious issue of childhood 
obesity). 
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Introduction 
 
Education n. 1. The act or process of educating or of being educated……5. An 

instructive or enlightening experience: Her work in the inner city was a real education.1 
Industry n. 1.  Commercial production or sale of goods.  2. A specific branch of 

manufacture and trade: the textile industry…..5. Energetic devotion to a task or an endeavor; 
diligence: demonstrated great intelligence and industry as a prosecutor.2 

 
Churchill’s observation that “Russia is a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma” 

might apply to American education.  The more we (ICAF’s 2008 Education Industry Study) 
explored the subject, the more complexities, paradoxes and enigmas we encountered.  Not the 
least of the difficulties may have been our attempt to fit a round peg (education in the sense of 1. 
above) into what seems to be a square hole (industry as defined by 1. or 2.).a  Though we cannot 
entirely resolve this difficulty, we know that education is a key factor in a country’s success or 
failure on all fronts: economic, security, cultural and social.  In other words, education as a 
process and the educational levels of a country’s citizens are societal centers of gravity.  Indeed, 
while education may not be an industry in the obvious sense, we believe it is the key to the 
sustainment and advancement of all other industries and entire nations.   

Perhaps our most important discovery was that education as “an instructive or 
enlightening experience” is vital to the success of education as “the act or process of educating 
or of being educated.”  In a very real sense, kids raised in an environment that continuously 
offers them instructive, interesting and stimulating experiences are more likely to succeed than 
those who do not.  This point was constantly brought home to us in the United States and when 
we visited England and Germany.  The adage that “the best way to succeed in education is to 
choose the right parents” seems to be true everywhere.  Teachers, and above all parents, who 
demonstrate energetic devotion (i.e., industry) to the task of educating children are the ones most 
likely to create success. Achieving educational success on a macro level may be one of the 
toughest challenges facing the United States today, and as our paper will note, clear or easy 
solutions are neither obvious nor readily available. 

  The most striking American education paradox is the existence of outstanding success 
alongside abject failure.  American education encompasses what many regard as the world’s 
most diverse and best institutions of higher learning.  These offer opportunities and achieve 
results that are the envy of the world; foreign students eagerly seek entry into our colleges and 
universities.  These institutions also attract many of the world’s best and brightest faculty and 
researchers.  Similarly, outstanding public school systems and private schools produce high 
school graduates that can stand alongside the best anywhere.  But there is a paradox here as 
significant numbers of American children attend schools that produce mediocre results or worse.  
These problems often embody a vicious cycle of failure spanning government, politics and 
economics along with challenging cultural and social issues.  Analogous problems exist in 
England and Germany where children from certain backgrounds (e.g., working class or 
immigrant) tend to face greater struggles, including not-very-obvious cultural and social barriers; 
for example, a school administrator in England observed that working class kids who excel 

                                                 
a We realize that a round peg of given diameter can fit snugly into a square hole provided the diameter of the peg 
matches the dimensions of the square, but the peg would touch the square tangentially, which  illustrates our point 
that the relationship between education and industry seems indirect or tangential. 
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academically often fail admission to top tier universities such as Oxford or Cambridge because 
they do not seem to perform as well on interviews as counterparts with more advantaged 
backgrounds. 

Growing concern about educational quality is a worldwide phenomenon. Success in a 
globalized economy depends ever more on cognitive skills, cross-cultural abilities and other 
“soft skills” as well as scientific and technical prowess.  Concern in the United States is 
especially acute where public education essentially was invented and remains a fundamental 
social, cultural and political value.  Our founding fathers noted the importance of a well-
informed citizenry to the success of democracy.  Education became a key element for social 

mobility and economic success in our 
country, and Sputnik in the fifties 
launched education as a national 
security issue with concern about the 
Soviet Union’s perceived technical and 
scientific strength.  This engendered 
fear that the United States lagged in 
these key areas.  Analogous fears 
existed over economic competition 
from Japan and exist today as we 
divine potential threats and 
competition emerging from the rise of 
less developed countries such as China 
and India (see Figure 13).  At the same 
time, the United States faces ever 
tougher economic, cultural and other 
forms of competition from developed 
regions such as the EU.   
 As one university administrator 
told us with regard to his institution, 
“We are not a business, but we need to 
be businesslike to succeed.”  This 
paper will look at the economic issues 

in education and describe some of the key aspects of U.S. education that we explored as an ICAF 
Industry Study.  A recurring theme will be the tension in U.S. education policy due to our federal 
system under which states and localities have primary responsibility for education, making it 
very difficult to address important issues on a consistent national level.  We will look at the 
connections (or lack thereof) between education and national security along with some of the 
international aspects of education.  Here we will look at skills such as foreign language 
proficiency, cross cultural awareness and other abilities that have high value in a globalized 
economy.  Our visits to England and Germany underscored that the EU has made cross cultural 
awareness and integration key objectives for students.  For example, English students of varied 
backgrounds and levels easily visit Paris, Berlin, Madrid and other EU cities on school sponsored 
travel.  Limited cultural awareness opportunities for American kids could diminish their ability 
to succeed in a globalized world.  
 Finally, we offer some recommendations to improve education in the United States.  We 
stress, however, that we only scratch the surface. By no means can we offer comprehensive 

Figure 1:  Education Imperative? 
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solutions because these remain unknown to us.  If after seeing our paper, readers better 
appreciate the complexities and rhetoric involved in education and begin to understand that 
education in America may be “a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma,” consider 
yourself … educated. 
 

An Industry? – Businesslike but not a business 
 
 One economist’s observation that “Higher education is a business: it produces and sells 
educational services to customers for a price and it buys inputs with which to make that 
product”4 can be applied (though sometimes more indirectly) to all education.  Although the 
North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) includes education services as an 
industry (primarily for the purposes of collecting statistics), education exhibits so many 
anomalies when compared to traditional commercial undertakings that only an idiosyncratic 
interpretation of industry might apply to education.  Perhaps the cataclysmic rhetoric of the 1983 
report “A Nation at Risk” instilled within Americans a sense that the quality of our educational 
system directly affected economic competitiveness. In truth, however, a credible direct causal 
relationship between education and economic competitiveness has not been clearly established.5  
For example, the rising tide of Asian and European dominance of international achievement tests 
has not resulted in any equivalent economic dominance at our expense.  Education is not 
homogeneous - its inputs, products, funding sources, and competitive models vary by type, size, 
national and regional culture, and in many other factors.   In our own education system, sectors 
that seem to be more “businesslike” (e.g., private schools, charter schools, colleges and 
universities) compete in smaller segmented markets, but nevertheless exhibit clear distinctions 
from purely commercial enterprises. 

“American schools operate within the context of an enabling environment — an open 
economy, strong legal and banking systems, an entrepreneurial culture — conducive to economic 
progress.”6 Therefore, education produces important intellectual inputs to other industries that 
compete globally and help maintain our national security.  Education researchers like Eric 
Hanushek suggest that the value of intellectual inputs is determined more by the cognitive skills 
and abilities of the population than simply the quantity of education.  Nevertheless, education 
plays a key role in raising overall cognitive skills even if it does not guarantee successful 
outcomes for everyone.  
 
Components of the Industry. Historically states and local governments have been responsible 
for the overwhelming share of education policy and funding, but the federal government has 
issued national calls-to-arms and other interventions at key moments in our history. While the 
percentage of education funding provided by federal sources is relatively small, the laws and 
regulations governing the obligations of state and local authorities to receive federal funds and to 
meet national requirements originate in Congress.  Federal intervention is needed to address 
issues that span the states (such as educational requirements of special needs children) but it also 
is due to pressure from constituents and special interests.  America’s decentralized system gives 
stakeholders a voice in local and national policies further complicating a complex landscape.  
Stakeholders include: students, parents, teachers, administrators, unions, community activists, 
local political leaders, business leaders, and state, local and federal governments.  

The variety of education outlets these constituents influence is enormous. Traditional 
primary and secondary instruction (K-12), dating back to 1635 with the opening of the first 
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public school in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, no longer resembles the simple schoolhouse. 
Today’s K-12 education comes in all shapes and sizes.  There are traditional schools, magnet 
schools, special needs schools, vocational schools, private schools, and charter schools.  
Curriculums vary by locality, by school district, and type.  

Depending on the school, funding sources can include a combination of federal, state, and 
local outlays as well as individual tuition and corporate donations.  Even public schools pursue 
various fundraising strategies to augment public funding including corporate donations as well as 
supplemental funding from parents. The post-secondary market (college, university, and 
corporate institutions) is no less complex. There are junior/community colleges that provide 
vocational, professional, and academic courses; there are four year colleges and universities – 
some of which are state schools, others are privately financed.  

In the category of post-secondary education are transitional institutions or job-training 
schools, which teach everything from machining to engineering, and corporate schools that are 
designed to offer their workforce training programs that enable them to stay technologically 
current or pursue various certifications. For the purpose of simplicity, unless otherwise noted the 
concepts discussed in this section will apply to traditional primary and secondary public 
education (K-12) and institutions of higher education (colleges and universities).  
 
Scale and Economics.  
In 2006, U.S. expenditures for 
education for all elementary, 
secondary, college and university 
institutions exceeded $972 
billion or 7.4 percent of the gross 
domestic product (GDP).7  This 
represents the second largest 
taxpayer expense behind social 
security and exceeds the entire 
defense budget.8  Of these 
expenditures, approximately nine 
percent originate from federal 
sources, while the remaining 
93% come from state and local 
governments (see Figure 29).  

Local authorities provide operating budgets primarily by imposing property taxes on 
residents. States employ personal and corporate income taxes, and sales/excise taxes to support 
education.  The variability associated with property values, tax bases and demographics (e.g., 
retirees may be reluctant to fund schools) creates significant disparities in local abilities to 
commit to and fund education.  In addition, 42 states that use lotteries to raise funds. Many states 
marketed their lotteries as additional sources of revenue for education although evidence 
suggests some states used lottery funds largely as a substitute revenue source for education not 
to increase funding of education. 10 

In 2005-2006, the U.S. had 97,382 public schools and 6,858 degree-granting institutions 
of higher learning (4,276 two-year colleges and 2,582 four-year colleges).11 Projected total 
enrollment in all schools for the fall of 2007 was 73.7 million students (55.7 million in 
elementary and secondary schools and 18.0 million in post-secondary degree granting 

Figure 2:  Education as Quantity 
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institutions).12 Per pupil expenditures (adjusted for inflation) have more than doubled between 
1970 and 2005.13   The Department of Education’s long-term trend reports indicate that since 
1971, average reading scores for students ages 9, 13, and 17 have remained virtually 
unchanged.14  In addition, results from international tests such as the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA 2006) indicate that American 15-year-old students 
scored below the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) average in 
math and science, yet our average per pupil expenditure of $8,935/year significantly exceeds the 
OECD mean of $6,278.15 

These historical examples highlight that educational performance is unlikely to be 
increased just by spending more money.  Urban schools, like those in Washington D.C. typically 
spend more per pupil than far better performing schools in neighboring suburban areas. 
Similarly, students who are home-schooled frequently compete among the highest quartile of 
performers on scholastic aptitude tests. Of course, how funds are spent is crucial to deciphering 
the extent to which money matters. 

Another issue that underpins virtually every facet of education is the difficulty in trying 
to measure performance of the system writ large.  Intuitively education provides benefits to both 
citizen and society, both monetary and non-monetary; the complexity of factors contributing to 
positive societal outcomes is so intricate that direct causal relationships between educational 
attainment and specific outcomes are nearly impossible to measure. In lieu of that, most metrics 
associated with education measure outputs – how many students graduate, how different socio-
economic groups perform on tests, how many students pursue undergraduate education, and so 
on. The inability to measure outcomes associated with instruction in schools frustrates virtually 
every effort to reform education.  As a result, the education sector pursues reforms on an almost 
experimental basis – seeking desperately to establish best practices that can be duplicated across 
an entire school district or a state. Unfortunately, differences in size, demographics, cultures, and 
local politics matter -- reforms successful in a small district do not produce similar favorable 
outcomes when scaled to the state level. 

Thus education has a very elusory quality that makes it easy fodder for naysayers to 
attack in the face of economic or security challenges and disheartens attempts of advocates to 
positively impact the system.  Education in the U.S. might be seen as a service that, from one key 
standpoint, tries to produce a product – a “finished” student with a diploma or degree. It can also 
be seen as an investment in human capital with uncertainty about the eventual “return on 
capital,” though generally someone with an undergraduate degree can expect to earn 
significantly more over lifetime than a less educated counterpart.16 

While schools exhibit many of the same attributes as a for-profit business (such as: 
operating and capital budgets; financial and accounting control systems; organization charts; and 
assessment and measurement systems) their economic models are quite different as discussed in 
the following paragraphs.  

General Economic Anomalies. The market structure of K-12 education and higher 
operates similar to an oligopoly; institutions of undergraduate education operate within the trade 
space of monopolistic competition and oligopoly. Above all, educational institutions (for the 
most part) are “nonprofits” and are not subject to the same economic constraints that define the 
activities of privately or publicly held firms.  Moreover, from the standpoint of their “customers” 
(students and parents), “People investing in human capital through a purchase of higher 
education don’t know what they’re buying—and won’t and can’t know what they have bought 
until it is far too late to do anything about it. Education is typically a one shot investment 
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expenditure, a unique rather than a repetitive purchase, more like buying a cancer cure than 
groceries.”17   

In this sense, education is referred to as a “trust market” - trust in the service provider is a 
major customer concern and “the nonprofit structure of suppliers encourages the honest if profit-
sacrificing behavior that justifies trust.”18  Unlike ordinary firms, nonprofits do not have 
“owners,” cannot be sold or bought, and because there are no shareholders or owners who seek 
to maximize returns, “the non-distribution constraint serves to soften the incentive that a for-
profit supplier has to take advantage of the partially informed buyer.”19 

Economics of Universities. Undergraduate education as an industry exhibits some other 
peculiarities compared to other business types. As non-profit organizations they function under a 
board of trustees and depend heavily on private-sector donations, while also receiving substantial 
revenues from student tuitions and government grants. Students participate as both customer and 
inputs to the industry. As customers they influence decisions of the institution, which must 
operate within a non-hierarchical governance structure that accounts for the interests of multiple 
parties. As supplier, they provide important intellectual inputs - contributing to their own 
education as well as the learning of other students. 
 In virtually all higher education, the student’s tuition does not cover the institution’s cost 
of production. The average student pays approximately a third of his/her costs. Even in elite 
schools with high tuitions, the student price is still less than a half of school’s costs. Therefore, 
“profits” are largely negative and institutions rely on donative resources and the returns on the 
college’s wealth to make up the difference.20 
 The central economic fact about higher education is that universities attempt to maximize 

prestige versus profits 
and attracting high 
quality inputs 
(students) is the 
method they use. To do 
so, they set their 
market price below the 
supply demand curve 
to create excess 
demand. Among the 
more prestigious 
schools, this market 
price may be higher, 
which artificially 
signals increased 
quality of education 
that creates additional 
demand. Given the 

cumbersome economics of higher education, does it make sense to pursue a market-based 
structure for public K-12 education?  

 Two of the most debated ideas are Education Management Organizations (EMO) and 
charter schools.  EMO firms are usually structured as for-profit entities that either provide 
“whole-school operations” serving as wholesale alternatives to public schools, or are contracted 

Factors Discouraging Market Entry:
• Industry as a whole is not returning excessive earnings compared to its cost of 

capital, therefore it is not attracting firms outside of the industry. 

• Business relies on economies of scale, which may or may not be a proper 
business model, and Edison currently serves more schools and districts than 
other competitors. 

• Product differentiation is primarily judged by the curriculum. Edison spent three 
years of research and millions of dollars to create its unique curriculum. 

• Top dog and first mover in an emerging industry. Edison is largest private 
manager of public and charter schools by several-fold over its nearest 
competitor. However, iEdison is not a strong consumer brand. 

• Government and legal barriers – Charter laws are tightening in some states. For 
example, in Calilfornia charters now have to declare whether employees will be 
part of the collective bargaining unit of sponsoring school district. They also 
have to offer specified minimum number of instructional minutes and maintain 
written attendance records.  

 
 

 

Figure 3:  Education as Market 
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by school districts to provide customized solutions to individual schools struggling to meet 
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP).21   

Market-Based K-12 Education. One alternative to address the issue of a perennially 
underperforming public education system is to partially privatize K-12 schools. The most 
prevalent development in this regard is the budding evolution of charter schools, particularly in 
many of the country’s urban districts where public education systems are on the brink of failure. 
The underlying supposition of this movement is that charter schools create a market-like 
environment offering parents and students a choice to leave underperforming public schools to 
seek more responsive learning institutions without affecting the price these customers pay (both 
concerns are funded by tax receipts).  

Although most charter schools are non-profits, the central motive of for-profit firms 
providing K-12 instruction is to post earnings.  Unfortunately, in almost all cases these entities 
are privately held ventures and insights into their balance sheets are not readily available. One 
company, Edison Schools, which began operating in 1995, was publicly traded for almost eight 
years before it returned to private ownership.22 Its public filings during that time provide useful 
insights into the profitability of the industry.23   

Given that 84% of cost-of-goods-sold are salary costs, and the measure of an EMO’s 
success (improving student scores) is highly correlated to hiring and retaining high quality 
teachers, the potential for necessary economies-of-scale to make their education model work is 
limited. In addition, potential entrants also face significant financial and legal entry barriers (see 
Figure 3).24 

Proponents of charter schools, however, point to another fact. The Heritage Foundation 
uncovered that “[e]arlier research by Dr. Caroline Hoxby tracked the competitive effects of 
charters on surrounding schools, finding that increased school choice raises school productivity 
and student achievement within the public school system. The report found that competition 
from charter schools in Michigan and Arizona, and from Milwaukee's voucher program, has 
compelled public schools to raise their productivity as measured by students’ achievement 
gains.”  

With about 1.5 percent of students nationwide now attending charter schools,25 the market 
experiment in K-12 education is underway.  Although existing empirical literature does not 
provide definitive conclusions, charter schools can offer better value, similar educational 
outcomes, and the competitive pressure necessary to improve the quality of public schools. If this 
succeeds in inspiring modern education, then America’s prospects for sustained prosperity would 
be lifted. 

Economists generally support competitive markets that give consumers (students and 
parents in the case of education) more choice and possibly greater value.  Though charter schools 
in many respects look promising, their growth potential may be limited and they are very much a 
work in progress.  We point out that well-run school districts such as those of Fairfax and 
Montgomery counties near Washington, DC do not have charter schools and there is little desire 
to try this experiment. 

 
Education in America 

 
Several constituencies directly depend on America’s educational system.  Students 

depend on the system for the education, life skills and self-improvement needed to succeed, and 
parents have a stake in ensuring the system provides the tools necessary for their children to be 
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functioning adults in society.  Society writ large is also an important constituent.  As we have 
noted, the greatest paradox in American education could be the existence of top notch excellence 
alongside abject failure.  The examples are numerous with some of the most striking at our ICAF 
doorstep, where an arguably dysfunctional public school system exists alongside some of the 
nation’s best suburban school districts.  This section focuses on some of the key aspects of 
education in the United States, but this is far from a comprehensive view. 

 
No Child Left Behind (NCLB). The most noteworthy recent new federal education law is the 
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. As with nearly everything with education, NCLB has proved 
controversial. NCLB attempts to encourage stronger accountability, greater flexibility for local 
use of federal funding, use of education methods based on research and rigor, and greater choices 
vis-à-vis education for parents and students. 26  While the accountability regime of NCLB may 
have been a step in the right direction, the need to achieve legislative consensus left many 
aspects of its implementation unspecified and as a result, ineffective.27 Specifically, although 
Congress authorized almost all of the NCLB programs through FY2008, appropriators have 
never fully funded NCLB. 28 NCLB, fraught with impending reauthorization issues, continues 
this tradition. Republicans and Democrats have introduced 28 bills currently on the floor 
proposing amendments altering aspects of assessments, accountability, and science and math 
education.29 Another complicating factor is the law’s impending expiration. It is widely accepted 
that the confluence of political events and honest differences on proposed amendments will 
prevent the 110th Congress from reauthorizing NCLB before the next President takes office. 

Despite the energy of Congress (and the Executive) to address the quality aspects of 
education, the legislation has largely affected matters of access and equity, and has not produced 
better overall performance. It has produced a maelstrom of resentment among teachers who 
claim it requires them to “teach to the test” and that it forsakes art and music courses in favor of 
math and reading. Other complaints include the absence of a “growth model,” which does not 
give credit to schools that make progress toward goals, but do not meet them. These are critical 
issues that will have to be addressed before reauthorization of NCLB will receive bi-partisan 
support. 

 
Early Childhood Education. Education begins long before a child enters kindergarten.  Studies 
show that children who begin some form of organized education before kindergarten enter 
school cognitively and socially advantaged.  As a result, they are more successful learners.  In 
fact, school systems with universal Pre-K programs have reported placing fewer children in 
special education and holding significantly fewer children back a grade.  Both of these results 
could ultimately lower the per student cost for school systems that take advantage of Pre-K 
programs.  For example, in Massachusetts, a child who successfully completes K-12 education 
without being held back or placed in special education costs $55,281 to educate.  If that child 
repeats a grade, the cost rises to $59,076.  For a child placed in special education, the cost nearly 
doubles to $113,260 (the numbers reflect state funding exclusive of federal and local money). 30   

In addition to the benefits listed above, children who attend early education also achieve 
higher test scores, behave better in school, and are less likely to be involved with drugs and 
crime.  What is interesting is that these successes appear to continue into the student’s adult life.  
Children who attend formal education before entering kindergarten earn higher wages, are more 
likely to own a home, are less likely to participate in the welfare system, and are more likely to 
be employed and have a savings account.  This suggests that children who receive early 
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education tend to make better life 
decisions, are better citizens and enjoy a 
higher quality of life. 31  
 
Urban Education. When we think of K-
12 education, we may imagine the 
traditional suburban school with kids 
participating in class, engaged teachers, 
and an abundance of parental volunteers.  
However, with the growth of home 
schooling, the development of more robust 
vocational schools, and the vast population 
served by our urban schools, the idea of a 
typical American education is constantly 

changing.  The differences between school districts can be striking.  For example, urban school 
systems have vastly different demographics and needs than solidly middle class suburban 
districts (see Figure 432).     
  
For almost one quarter of U.S. students, the picture of a well-functioning suburban system is not 
even close to reality.  While there are 16,850 public school districts in the U.S., just one hundred 
of them serve nearly a quarter (23%) of the nation’s students. 33   These districts, many of which 
are located in urban areas, also serve 40% of the country’s minority students and 30% of the 
economically disadvantaged students.  Though urban districts may be few in number, but their 
impact can be huge.  For example, the New York City school system in the 1920s and 30s 
became the intellectual crucible for immigrant upward mobility.  Today, the record of urban 
districts seems mixed at best as academic excellence seems to have moved to the suburbs.   

By looking at three school systems in the Washington D.C. metropolitan area, it is 
apparent that location greatly influences academic success. Problems that affect large urban 
districts similarly plague the D.C. Public Schools (DCPS). The district has faced constant 
leadership changes, has limited resources, and a bloated bureaucracy that appeared dysfunctional 
in the past.  It has many diverse stakeholders – including the U.S. Congress.  While most 
suburban school systems are managed by a superintendent and school board, D.C. has direct 
mayoral control. The verdict is still out as to whether mayoral control will help, but systems 
already under this sort of control such as the Chancellor’s District in New York City are showing 
some encouraging results. 34 

Parents of children in urban 
districts often face social and 
economic challenges, including 
parents’ own low education rates, 
language barriers, and low income.  
While the education level of D.C.’s 
adults is comparable to that of 
suburban counterparts, the city has a 
lower median household income, 
higher unemployment, and much 
greater poverty.  The DCPS serves a 

Figure 4: Urban Education 

Figure 5: District of Columbia 
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predominantly minority population 
and has almost twice as many 
dropouts as suburban systems.  DCPS 
also spends almost twice as much per 
student as its suburban neighbors, but 
its students average 100-200 points 
lower on the Scholastic Aptitude Test 
(SAT) . 

While life in neighboring 
suburban Maryland and Virginia also 
has its challenges, students enrolled in 
these systems have an advantage 
based simply on location.  In both 
Anne Arundel County, Maryland and 
Fairfax County, Virginia, 
unemployment and poverty levels are 

significantly lower than in D.C.  They have majority white populations and the median 
household incomes are well above the national average.  Though these districts on average spend 
half of what the DCPS does per pupil, their academic performance is higher with lower dropout 
rates. 
          When  discussing urban schools, we might remember Victor Hugo’s observation that “He 
who opens a school, closes a prison;” we can invest in education early or pay later.  Incarceration 
rates are rising for the most disadvantaged portion of the U.S. population, many of whom are 
products of an urban school system.  Research shows a direct correlation between high school 
dropout and incarceration rates.  For example, 82% of the prisoners in the U.S. are high school 
dropouts, each of whom costs taxpayers approximately $34,000 a year to incarcerate. 35  Since 
minority youth have a dropout rate that is 62% higher than that of white students, limited 
educational opportunities for our minority kids does not benefit anyone. 36  
 
Home Schooling. Home schooling is a difficult topic to evaluate because there are competing 

and contradictory factors at play.  
Supporters and opponents tend to be 
passionate –there are few tepid 
opinions when it comes to this 
subject.  Many supporters see home 
schooling as the cure for all 
educational ills, while opponents see 
it as isolating children and subjecting 
them to narrow and/or radical 
religious instruction.  There are 
many groups grappling with the 
issues of oversight, and parental 
authority.   

Home schooling offers a way 
to opt out of the public education 
system.  The 2003 Department of 

 

 

Figure 7  Fairfax County, VA 

Figure 6: Anne Arundel County, MD
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Education Study Homeschooling in the United States: 2003 Statistical Analysis Report indicates 
that just over 85% of parents chose this option because of concerns about the environment 
(including safety, drugs and negative peer pressure) in traditional schools; 72% indicated a desire 
to provide religious or moral instruction; and 68% expressed dissatisfaction with academic 
instruction offered at public, private or parochial institutions. 37 

Home schooling provides reduced student to teacher ratios, instruction tailored to the 
individual student, closer parental oversight and arguably closer bonds between parent and child 
– all are intangibles that may combine to encourage success.  On the other hand, public and 
private schools provide economies of scales vis-à-vis facilities, funding, personnel and access; 
interaction with students of different socio-economic backgrounds; and an appreciation for 
cultural assimilation and differences.  All are needed for a student to thrive in America and more 
broadly in the global economy.  Increasing numbers of families that home school their children 
are forming cooperative learning communities of interest to provide the benefits of a collective 
learning environment. Parents with professional degrees provide instruction to a group of home 
school children while relying on other parents to instruct in their specialties.   

Home school extracurricular activities augment home-based education and provide 
broader exposure to home school students than was seen when the movement began.  This is 
especially needed in order to diversify the home school environment, as its population tends to 
be homogenous: white, two parent households (with only one working parent) and families with 
three or more children. 38 

Much of the debate may be infused with more emotion than reason, making it a challenge 
to develop an informed opinion.   
 
Vocational Education. In the 20th century, the transition of the U.S. economy from agriculture 
to manufacturing fueled discussion about how to prepare the future work force.  President 
Theodore Roosevelt urged major school reform that would provide industrial education in urban 
centers and agricultural education in rural areas”. 39   Advocates see vocational education as a 
way to lower youth unemployment and stem urban decay.  Opponents see it limiting future 
earnings potential for the disadvantaged by replacing academics with less rigorous technical 
skills training.   

Today up to 15% of young people (between three and five million) leave the classroom 
annually with no firm commitment to the labor market.  About 40% of out-of-school, out-of-
work youth live in the nation’s 50 most populous metropolitan areas.  Urban black youths 
represent 27% of unemployed non-student young people. 40  These numbers have encouraged 
development of vocational and technical training programs like the federally funded Job Corps.  
With 122 sites nation-wide, it focuses on 16-24 year olds.  The Job Corps is a non-compulsory, 
non-traditional educational program that develops technical skills, and encourages learning 
English as well as attainment of a high school diploma or General Education Development 
(GED).   

Even in suburban high schools, many graduates do not wish to pursue 4-year bachelor’s 
degrees after they graduate, but still seek post-secondary education.  Post-secondary vocational 
schools and community colleges have filled this niche.  Many communities also support public 
high schools that marry vocational education with academics.  For example, Minuteman High 
School in Lexington, Massachusetts, which the IS visited, combines the academics to prepare 
students for college with challenging vocational programs such as biotech’ 

   



 14

Teacher Recruitment and Retention. The demand for quality teachers has increased due to 
rising enrollment, the push for smaller class sizes, and teacher retirements. 41  The National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) predicts the U.S. will need to add 2.8 million teachers 
through 2016.42 According to Richard Ingersoll of the University of Pennsylvania, who analyzed 
the NCES Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS), “the data indicate that school staffing problems 
are due primarily to a ‘revolving door’ where large numbers of qualified teachers depart from 
their jobs long before retirement.” 43   Approximately 50 percent of teachers leave the profession 
before their fifth year, and every year close to 33 percent of teachers are in transition. 44   
Ingersoll states that much of the turnover is due to job dissatisfaction or pursuit of other 
employment. 45   The highest turnover rates are in hard-to-staff schools.  The three most common 
reasons cited for leaving are better teaching positions, dissatisfaction with administrative 
support, or displeasure with working conditions. 46  
 This creates teacher shortages and a huge drain on the resources of school districts.  The 
National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future quantified the cost of teacher turnover 
in five school districts.  In Jemez Valley, NM, the cost to the district was $4,366 per teacher, 
while it was $15,325 in Milwaukee and $17,872 in Chicago.  The annual cost of teacher turnover 
in the Chicago Public School System is over $86 million.47  The cost of teacher turnover 
nationwide may be as high as $7.34 billion.48  Education faces greater competition from 
occupations that offer higher salaries than the average starting salaries for teachers.    

Several districts have implemented merit pay or pay-for-performance plans.   According 
to the National Education Association, the national average starting salary for teachers is 
$30,377. 49  In an attempt to attract high quality teachers, a New York City charter school 
scheduled to open in 2009 will pay teachers $125,000 and a potential bonus based on school 
performance.    Teacher Advancement Program (TAP) is another idea.  Created in 1999 and 
currently in 180 schools in 14 states and Washington, D.C., TAP is more than a merit pay 
program and offers opportunities for professional advancement in three ways: the opportunity to 
teach while mentoring other teachers, the chance to become a “teacher of teachers,” or moving 
into administration.  The rigorous approach toward collaboration and building and refining skills 
at the moment seems to be creating the best results. 50  Efforts to reduce teacher attrition are 

forcing school districts to become 
innovative, though as with much in 
education, it is difficult to draw any 
definitive or credible conclusions 
vis-à-vis which policies should or 
could be replicated on a wide scale.            
 
Health Issues. Has No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB) put so much 
emphasis on increasing higher 
standardized test results at the 
expense of physical education (PE) 
and intramural sports?  51  Perhaps 
not, but American school children 
continue to face serious health 
issues, including obesity partially 
due to lack of physical activity.  

 

Figure 8: Education and Health 
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The federal government has promoted nutrition in schools since 1946 via the National School 
Lunch Program (NSLP) and the School Breakfast Program (SBP). 52 To receive the US 
Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) subsidy, participating schools must supply children with 
one third of the Recommended Dietary Allowances (RDA) of specified nutrients with at least 
one fourth of these nutrients coming from breakfasts. 53   The federal government does not (and 
likely cannot because of the decentralized nature of our educational system) regulate competing 
foods sold in U.S. public school vending machines, canteens, and snack bars.  Typically, these 
consist of high fat or sugary foods that provide less than 5% of the Reference Daily Intake (RDI) 
for eight specified nutrients per serving and directly compete against healthier foods.54  

Many schools have established agreements with soft drink and vending machine 
companies to raise discretionary funds needed to continue non-core programs in sports and other 
areas.  Though such activities may be critical to providing a well-rounded educational 
environment, they are usually the first to be cut when budgets are under pressure. 

Childhood obesity is an epidemic that can only be addressed if everyone from the 
individual student, parents, schools, government at all levels coordinate their efforts and make 
addressing this problem a priority.  Addressing it successfully might require balancing needs to 
achieve academic benchmarks with the possibly equally important objective of giving all 
students a well rounded education that includes physical activity (sports) along with exposure to 
culture, the arts, and other important areas. 
 
Adult Education. In today’s global marketplace, college degrees replace high school diplomas 
as passports to middle-class status and income. 55  Many adults who 10 or 20 years ago entered 
the workforce immediately after high school are now attending college.  According to the U.S. 
Department of Education, 73% of all undergraduates do not attend college full-time immediately 
after high school graduation.56   These non-traditional students are not concerned about attending 
the most prestigious colleges.  By expanding higher education options, colleges and universities 
can facilitate different paths to a degree so that non-traditional students can reach their academic 
goals with minimal disruption to their lives.  Three options – university and community college 
parallel programs, fully accredited alternative degree programs, and credit for prior learning and 
work experiences – have become popular.  Each allows adults to pursue a degree according to 
individual schedules, and often in less time and ultimately at a lower cost than a traditional four 
year full-time undergraduate program 

University and Community College Parallel Programs. Community colleges offer non-
traditional students an excellent entry point into higher education with convenient locations, 
open admissions, comprehensive course offerings, and relatively low tuition rates.  Besides 
awarding associate’s degrees, community colleges can provide a bridge to a bachelor’s degree.  
However, transferring credits between two-year and four-year institutions is not automatic.  Most 
programs allow students to transfer to the four-year institution as juniors after receiving their 
Associate’s degree from the community college.   

Fully Accredited Distance Learning Degree Programs. Whether because of capacity or 
limited class schedules, many students supplement their traditional coursework with alternative 
means of instruction.  Of all the alternative degree programs, distance learning is by far the most 
popular.  Between 1998 and 2002, enrollment in online college courses increased by 36 percent. 
57 A number of for-profit and traditional universities are allowing students to combine on-line 
courses with classroom instruction. 
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The University of Phoenix, the largest for-profit university in North America, is an example of 
an institution whose primary mission is adult education.58  Like community colleges, for-profit 
institutions are responsive to the changing educational needs in their regions and they often have 
shorter new program development cycles than traditional universities. 59    

Credit for Prior Learning and Work Experiences. Many adults enter higher education 
with a wealth of experience gained outside the classroom and they want the opportunity to 
demonstrate this knowledge and to receive college credit for what their experience.  Two options 
– College Level Examination Program (CLEP) and Portfolio Evaluations – are gaining 
popularity and acceptance.  The College Level Examination Program (CLEP) offers an 
opportunity to obtain recognition for college-level achievement outside of a university 
environment.  Portfolio Evaluations are more subjective but allow for consideration of more 
types of experience.   

 
Education and National Security 

 
 Much has changed in the United States since the Civil War and even WWII.  One of the 
most striking differences may be the willingness of graduates of the country’s most prestigious 
universities to participate in our military or the uncompromising conviction that forgotten or 
mistreated Americans can muster in the service of their nation.  The eagerness of Harvard’s best 
and brightest to join the military and to participate in the Civil War as well as the noble sacrifice 
of detained Japanese-Americans during WWII offers a striking contrast with what we see now 
(see Figure 960).  Nevertheless, few would argue that the United States is less secure today.  As 
with much that involves education, the relationship with national security can be subtle and at 
times almost intangible but nevertheless key to how the nation is able to address threats, whether 
military, economic, or social. 
 Reports of dismal test scores, employers’ inability to find qualified personnel for jobs that 

AMERICAN CIVIL WAR & MASSACHUSSETTS 2nd and 22nd HARVARD BRAHMINS
      In the 1970’s General John A. Wickam of the U.S. Army, commander of the famed 101st Airborne Division, visited the Civil War battlefield of Antietam. 
There he gazed at Bloody Lane, where Union soldiers had attacked repeatedly before finally breaking through after suffering casualties greater than 50 
percent in some regiments.  “You couldn’t get American soldiers today to make an attack like that,” he said. 

 Why did Civil War soldiers -- Officers and privates alike, nearly all of whom enlisted before the Union draft went into effect in mid-1863 –  do what they did? 
(1) Factors that distinguished the best Civil War regiments from the mediocre ones were the quality and exemplary courage of their officers -- leadership by 
officers who could remain cool under fire, impose discipline without provoking corrosive resentment, command the confidence of their men, and not ask them 
to do anything or face any danger they were unwilling to do or face themselves.   
(2) Motives included fervent patriotism, ideological convictions about the righteousness of their cause, the cohesion of community-based regimental 
companies, Victorian cultural values of duty, honor, courage, and manhood, and religious beliefs that enabled many soldiers to face death with a composure 
that seems extraordinary today.   
(3) Many were descendents of the Revolutionary generation that had won independence from Britain and founded the nation now threatened with 
destruction…”So the desire of these young men to preserve the Union, to defend the Constitution and its principles, was not an abstract or philosophical 
attitude but one imbued with almost hereditary, even proprietary feelings.”… Strong convictions of duty and honor grew from this heritage – the duty to serve, 
and the dishonor of failing to serve. 
 
WWII & 442nd REGIMENTAL COMBAT TEAM, motto: “go for broke.” The soldiers of the 442nd needed to win big. They were Nisei - American-born sons of 
Japanese immigrants. They fought two wars: the Germans in Europe and the prejudice in America.  More than 110,000 persons of Japanese ancestry 
(including 60 percent who were American citizens) were forcibly “relocated” from their homes, businesses and farms in the western states.  They battled 
against the armies of the Third Reich from the beaches of Salerno to the deep, shell-scarred forests of the Vosges in Eastern France and the treeless barren 
crags of the Alpes Maritimes of Southern France.  The 442nd Regimental Combat Team was the most decorated unit for its size and length of service, in the 
entire history of the U.S. Military. The 4,000 men who initially came in April 1943 had to be replaced nearly 3.5 times. In total, about 14,000 men served, 
ultimately earning 9,486 Purple Hearts , 21 Medals of Honor and an unprecedented eight Presidential Unit Citations. 
                                                                                                                                                              The Japanese-American Creed (extracts) 
     I am proud that I am an American citizen of Japanese ancestry, for my very background makes me appreciate more fully the wonderful advantages of this 
nation. I believe in her institutions, ideals, and traditions; I glory in her heritage; I boast of her history; I trust in her future. She has granted me liberties and 
opportunities such as no individual enjoys in this world today. She has given me an education befitting kings….  

 

Figure 9: Education and Society 
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require even minimal literacy and numeracy, complaints about shortages of engineers, and 
allegations that the military has to lower qualifications to fill manpower needs have all been cited 
as signs that our educational problems threaten our national security.  The United States 
periodically experiences anxiety that its educational system is lagging and therefore is 
endangering national security.  This happened in the 1950s with the launching of Sputnik, in the 
eighties with warnings from the report on A Nation at Risk and competition from Asia and more 
recently with the push for adoption of accountability via the testing and state standards that 
eventually resulted in No Child Left Behind.  Today much hullabaloo is heard over the numbers 
of engineering graduates in India and China about whom we know little.  At the height of the 
Cold War, the Soviet Union also produced more engineers than the United States, but the winner 
turned out to be the Nation at Risk.   
 ICAF’s 2008 Education IS heard a number of defense industry representatives decry the 
shortage of engineers in the United States.  At the same time, an experienced educator observed 
that raising the pay and prestige of engineers would address the problem; Americans who 
graduate with engineering degrees often choose to go into marketing, sales, management or other 
areas because of the greater financial rewards and prestige.  Indeed, this assertion was borne out 
by the two IS members who had engineering degrees, both chose not to work as engineers after 
graduation.  Defense contractors also cite the need for American citizenship and security 
clearances for engineers who work on classified projects.  They therefore cannot hire “lots of 
smart” non-Americans (see Figure 1061).  

In addition to looking at formal education –
whether elementary, secondary or higher- 
and its connection to national security, we 
might also look at the possibilities for giving 
all young Americans “an instructive or 
enlightening experience” via some type of 
national service.  Such service might 
encourage the sort of commitment to 
national security that we saw during the 
Civil War from our Harvard graduates.  
 To be clear, as with almost 
everything in education, there is much 
diametrically opposed analysis about 
connections between education and national 
security.  While there is clear evidence that 
cognitive skills of a population are related to 
economic growth and individual earnings, 

there is scant evidence that schools are the 
answer.62  The nation’s education system is defined by the same society that defines the 
character of its government.  In America this flows from the natural tensions between Federal 
and States’ rights as well as the inherent belief that an investment in human capital is a self-
serving investment in society itself.  When it comes to placing education in the context of 
national security, education is a factor, but its causality vis-à-vis national security is disputed.  
There is no consistent data.63 
  
 

 

Figure 10: Hiring vs. Being Smart 



 18

Some International Perspectives 
 

Pervasive lack of knowledge of foreign cultures and languages threatens the security of 
the US and our ability to compete in the global marketplace.  Our nation’s future success 
depends on our abilities to understand and adapt to different cultures and ways of thinking.  
Though globalization is a fact of life, our schools have been slow in adopting curricula to 
effectively teach cultural literacy and foreign languages. 

In the economic realm, globalization is changing the demand for the US workforce.  
Today a fifth of all US manufacturing jobs are tied to exports and in a 2004 survey 58% of our 
growth in business earnings came from overseas.64,65  Foreign consumers are representing an 
increasing opportunity for America’s economy.  In 2007, Americans produced $13.8 trillion 
worth of goods and services.  Of this total, $1.64 trillion (11.7%) went overseas.  Similarly, 40% 
of the companies surveyed in 2002 reported that their international sales continue to grow faster 
than domestic sales.66   

These global economic challenges and opportunities are contributing to changes in the 
business workforce.  A Rand study, in the mid-1990s, reported the concerns of 16 global 
corporations over U.S. universities’ ability to produce graduates with international skills.67  In 
another survey, 80% of business leaders expected their overall business would have increased if 
they had more internationally competent employees. 68  The Committee for Economic 
Development also reported that US companies have lost over $2 billion dollars in business 
revenue due to cultural misunderstandings and over 30% of the firms stated that a monolingual 
workforce costs business opportunities overseas.  This global environment clearly indicates that 
US employees need foreign language skills, cultural understanding, and international knowledge 
to compete internationally.   

Joseph Nye, in his book Understanding International Conflicts, discusses the critical role 
international education played in winning the Cold War and states that the US is now 
squandering the competitive advantage it enjoyed in the past because of our current unilateral 
approach toward the Global War on Terror (GWOT).  However, the GWOT also is a prime 
motivator for raising critical language ability in the US.  The GWOT demonstrated that we are 
not prepared to fully engage with foreign governments and people in critical regions.  We also 
are not prepared to promote understanding and to convey respect for other cultures at the tactical 
and strategic levels.  For example, as America initiated the GWOT, we quickly realized that “we 
simply don’t have enough competent speakers of Arabic with credible policy context and an 
ability to connect with the intended audience so they will at least listen to what we are trying to 
say.”69  The 9/11 Commission Report also found that the CIA and FBI did not have needed 
language skills and lacked cultural awareness to fight the GWOT with maximum effectiveness.70   

As the political landscape changes, the size of the audience requiring America’s public 
diplomacy expands.  An American population competent in other languages could provide key 
resources to bridge the gap between cultures help our security. 
 
Federal Programs. The government in 2006 recognized the need for language learning by 
increasing funding for both Title VI of the Higher Education Act and the Fulbright-Hays 
International Education Act and sponsored the National Security Language Initiative (NSLI).   
The NSLI has three goals: (1) increase the number of Americans mastering critical language 
needs such as Arabic, Chinese, Russian, Hindi, and Farsi, (2) increase the number of advanced-
level speakers with an emphasis on critical languages, and (3) increase the number of critical 
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language teachers.  NSLI is being implemented by the Department of Education, Office of the 
Director of National Intelligence, Department of State, and the Department of Defense.  Its 2008 
budget is $115 million.71  NSLI provides grants to localities and states to establish, improve, or 
expand innovative and critical foreign language programs for K-12 to include the study abroad.  
These programs are limited to critical languages – and a broader strategy is needed. 
   
Current US Status. Today 4.68 % of the world's population speaks English as a primary 
language.72  In the United States 80% of the population speaks only English with 19% speaking 
another language of which 12% speak Spanish.73  Approximately 9% of English speakers in the 
U.S. speak at least one other language fluently.74  In the European Union (EU) 53% of the 
population has fluency in at least one other language than their own.  

State and local governments have most responsibility to develop foreign language 
capability, and seven million students in American public schools in grades 7-12 study foreign 
languages with these breakdowns: Spanish 68.7%, French 18.3%, and German 4.8%.  These are 
not the languages NSLI considers critical.75  Only 31% of public and private elementary schools 
teach any foreign language at all and even here, 79% of the instruction is limited to “exposure” 
rather than proficiency.  In our high schools 44% of students are enrolled in a language class of 
which 69% are enrolled in Spanish.76  Two thirds of school districts report that resources for 
language education are non-existent or inadequate, and school principals in some districts predict 
decreases in language education due to No Child Left Behind (NCLB) mandates.77  Just 1% of 
American high school students study Arabic, Chinese, Farsi, Japanese, Korean, Russian, or 
Urdu.78   

Over 200 million Chinese students reportedly study English, a compulsory subject for all 
Chinese primary school students.79  The EU Language Learning and Linguistic Diversity Action 
Plan calls for citizens to speak two languages in addition to their native tongue with the goal of 
second language acquisition at the earliest possible age.80,81   
 

Conclusion: A few modest suggestions 
 
 Former House Speaker Tip O’Neill noted that “all politics is local.” This has been true of 
education and related policies in the United States.  Education policy in the United States is a 
complex mix of inputs from different governmental levels. Comprehensive nationwide reform is 
extremely difficult to formulate much less implement.  Local and state governments jealously 
guard their prerogatives; we expect them to continue to do so.  With our education policy 
contaminated by discord, spin and pressure from special interests at all levels, the public rarely 
gets non-ideological research or discussion; almost everyone close to the subject wants to 
ensure their own spin on the matter is heard above the din.  The ultimate paradox vis-à-vis 
education might be the contrast between our self-image as a pragmatic democratic nation with 
the rhetoric, spin and disingenuous discussion seen about public policy and especially education.     
 Fully cognizant of the complex political, economic, regional and other factors that make 
reaching consensus on and formulation of education policy especially difficult in the United 
States, the ICAF 2008 Education Industry Study reached some key conclusions based on what 
we saw, heard and studied in the United States, England and Germany. Above all we need 
faithful non-partisan public discussion with intellectual integrity replacing spin. We offer two 
broad requirements to improve the discussion and open possibilities for credible reform: 
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• Clear, simple and credible national standards:  No Child Left Behind permitted states to continue to set their 
own standards.  Standards between states differ making national comparisons of student performance 
impossible.  Standardized national testing of the gateway skills of reading and mathematics at the third, eighth 
and twelfth grade levels would be very useful for everyone involved: students, parents, teachers, administrators 
and policy makers across all levels of government.  Based on our observation of the complexities involved in 
formulating educational policy and absent a forum for reasoned non-partisan discussion of education, we 
would not expect such a proposal to be adopted. 

• Reaching broad national consensus and depoliticizing policy making: Contentious questions involving 
education in the United States often involve cultural, religious and social issues (e.g., school prayer, sex 
education, school busing, teaching of evolution, etc.) that have little or no bearing on genuine educational issues 
such as student performance, teacher accountability and overall readiness of our population to be educated and 
prepared to succeed in the global economy.  Different interests (politicians and special interest groups at all 
levels, labor unions, ideological think tanks, etc.) try to push and pull education in all directions.   
 

These observations are based on our assessment that education in the United States will continue 
to be a mixture of top notch excellence alongside serious failure.  It also is based on the idea that 
the failing side of American education cannot be addressed systematically and credibly absent 
comprehensive policies that attempt to ameliorate the social, cultural and economic issues that 
often are associated with poor educational performance: urban and rural poverty, family 
dysfunction, homelessness, inadequate or missing medical care, substance abuse and poor 
nutrition (including the very serious issue of childhood obesity). 

Based on what we have seen, we offer some recommendations that may be doable. 
 

• Strengthen and depoliticize the tenets of NCLB. The executive branch must (1) champion a strategic 
communications plan addressing the educational needs of the nation and (2) appoint a non-partisan board to 
establish consistent nationwide standards (and evaluation criteria) in core subjects such as reading and math. 
These standards must take into consideration the demographic distribution of students and their varying 
capabilities. Similarly, this board must develop a fair “growth model” suitable for inclusion into the NCLB 
reauthorization. 

• Introduce and encourage foreign culture immersion and language training for the children of USG 
personnel who are stationed abroad.  Such kids are losing a unique opportunity to significantly enhance 
career prospects in a globalized economy as well as a chance to strengthen our national security.  At the 
moment, we are not seizing this opportunity. 

• Ensure that emphasis on testing of basic skills in English, math, and science does not come at the expense 
of instruction in art and music.  Both are integral to the curriculums in England and Germany where 
educators recognize the importance of these subjects to the development of children and young adults.  Lack of 
instruction in these subjects in the United States would put American kids at a disadvantage. 

 
Our observations in the United States and abroad point to the idea that successful policies 

very much depend on the right mix of factors given local political, cultural and economic 
contexts.  Thus in England we saw a centralized educational system with a strict national 
curriculum that also gave individual schools and their administrators tremendous autonomy.  In 
Germany we were briefed on a federal system that permitted individual states to set policy and 
run schools under a broader national umbrella.  Both approaches have their defenders and critics, 
and just as in the United States, adoption of policies such as extensive use of testing (as was 
happening in England during our visit) generate serious questions about the effectiveness of such 
policies.  On such big issues as national vs. local control of curriculums and policy, teacher 
training and retention, or the effectiveness of No Child Left Behind we would only point out that 
there are no clear answers.  All ultimately depends on context, culture, politics, and many 
intangible factors that may make one policy effective in one place and a failure in another.  On 
the one hand assessing what works may require trial and error, but on the other as parents and a 
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school administrator in England told us, “we do not want to make children into guinea pigs by 
conducting experiments on them.”  But the bottom line is that credible and intellectually honest 
discussion and policymaking must occur.  We are only harming ourselves if we continue to put 
up with the special interest spin, intellectual fraud, and other nonsense that ICAF’s 2008 
Education Industry saw (along with the many good things both here and abroad). 

Where excellence in education happens, all the factors above either exist or are irrelevant.  
Where failure occurs, the roadmap charting the upward trend toward demonstrable improvement 
is well creased, smudged, and stained.  For those requiring purposeful answers based on the 
conviction of faith and reasoned rhetoric, the following solutions are offered: 

ISSUE       WHERE SOLUTION MIGHT  
START 

• Teacher compensation / pay for performance  local union / school board 
• Classroom size / teacher-student ratio  local union / school board 
• State testing standards     local school board / governor 
• National standards     Congress 
• Obesity      Parent(s) / caregiver 
• Voucher      local / state / federal gov’t 
• K-12 Performance     Measures / metrics 
• Measures / metrics     Standards 
• Standards      Testing, math & reading 
• Students      Parent(s) / caregiver 
• Schools      Principal(s) 
• Classroom      Teacher(s) 
• Education      Parents & Teachers 
• Teacher quality     Union/Local Boards 
• Teacher certification     State and National 
• Engineers      Industry compensation 
• H1B visas      Enforce balance 
• Cultural literacy     Overseas education 
• National security     National service 
• Discipline      Principal(s) & Teacher(s) 
• Magnet schools     Local Boards (to create more) 
• Charter schools     Ditto 
• Vocational schools     Ditto 
• Curriculum development    Ditto (reading math/national) 
• Home schooling     Stay out of the way    
• University tuition / costs    2nd job, loans & grants; High SATs 
• Federal vs. States education equities   Constitutional convention 
• Competitive environment for schools   Local, state, federal 
• Graduation vs. Drop-out rates    Parents! 
• Outcomes vs. outputs     Commitment, time & patience 
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